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The world will be a more peaceful and prosperous place in the 1990s than it has been in 
the decades since World War II…Military conflicts will be all but unthinkable…Wars will 
not suddenly disappear, but they will be primarily small and regional…and peace will be 
restored by the joint effort of the entire world community (Cetron and Davies 1991, p.11). 
 
Beware of fortune tellers 
 
The prediction by Cetron and Davies of a more peaceful and prosperous world characterised by 
global humanitarianism, collaboration, prosperity, and multilaterialism underpins the optimism that 
pervades new world order rhetoric. Of course, the authors had published their book, The Crystal 
Globe: The Haves and Have-Nots of the New World Order, ten years before the advent of the 
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the war on Iraq, the escalated war in Afghanistan, and 
the advent of SARS and the Avian influenza virus. While their crystal globe gazing points to the 
dangers of such an activity, their comments also reflect the enduring human desire for a better 
world. Hope for a better world is also the defining feature of utopian literature.  A significant 
accompaniment to the changes to the structural, economic, and political dimensions of society is 
the desire for ‘self and social transformation’ (Giroux & McLaren 1997, p.138). Such dreams of a 
better life, a better ‘self’ permeate everyday consciousness and are expressed in various cultural 
forms including fairy tales, film, theatre, art, song, and current ‘makeover’ television shows 
promising a better life if your body, backyard, or wardrobe undergoes extreme change. In fact, 
utopian dreaming is the driving force of consumerism.  
 
This paper brings together two significant elements – changing global politics/events and 
utopian/dystopian imaginings in children’s fiction. These elements are significant in that they 
reflect the actual world that children inhabit and, at the same time, offer child and adolescent 
readers an opportunity to consider worlds that are ‘not yet’, thus serving as tales of promise and 
warning about what could be. The pedagogical significance of this topic lies in its potential for 
action and reflection or in the ‘acts of knowing’ that Paulo Freire believed were the hallmarks of 
critical literacy. Such seriousness does not preclude pleasure, as critique brings a particular kind 
of personal enjoyment. The following discussion considers from the outset the emergence of, and 
resistance to, new world orders and the response by children’s literature. It then explores ways 
we can develop readers of utopian literature so that they are critical rather than compliant. Finally, 
the discussion moves specifically to the vital role that school libraries and teacher-librarians play 
in this process.  
 
The quest for a new world order 
 
The end of the Cold War signalled the end of a bipolar world system of politics, and opened the 
way for a free world order. This was the scenario that George Bush (senior) sought when he 
summoned the United Nations to join the United States in building ‘a new world order’ in the run 
up to the Persian Gulf War (1991). For some commentators, the bipolar system had been 
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replaced by a unipolar one: a situation which neoconservatives in both the Bush (Snr) and Clinton 
years saw as the ultimate right of American global supremacy and one which new world rhetoric 
threatened (Barry 2002).  
 
By the mid 1990s, the framework of a new world order rested on four pillars – democracy, the 
market economy, globalisation, and the IT revolution (Gyohten 2000). As we move further into the 
21st century, these pillars are becoming less stable with growing resistance to the new world 
order from within both major industrialised nations and developing countries, with anxiety and 
dissatisfaction coming from the general public, corporations, governments, and groups such as 
Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs). This growing resistance to a new world order has 
intensified since the Iraq campaign (‘war against terrorism’ 2003) and its aftermath. As the 
George W. Bush presidency articulates a new US global foreign and military policy, the impact 
can be felt on the rest of the world. The new militarism (and disdain for diplomacy), moral 
absolutism (‘coalition of the willing’ versus ‘the axis of evil’), and the language of antiterrorism (‘be 
alert, not alarmed’) have replaced the anticommunism of the Cold War period as the main 
unifying principle and the justification for aggressive action.  
 
The response of children’s literature 
 
Children’s literature is marked by a pervasive commitment to social practice, and particularly to 
representing or interrogating those social practices deemed worthy of preservation, cultivation, or 
augmentation, and those deemed to be in need of reconceiving or discarding (Stephens 1992a). 
The engagement of children’s literature with social practices was arguably pushed in a new 
direction by the various international shifts and upheavals set in train at the end of the 1980s and 
which have continued beyond the end of the millennium. Children’s texts reflect and/or respond to 
historical moments – the end of the Cold War, 1986-1987 (eg. Bury the Dead by Peter Carter); 
the disintegration of the Soviet Empire in 1989, with related consequences such as the outbreak 
of civil war in Bosnia in 1992 (eg. No Gun for Asmir by Christobel Mattingley); conflict in Kosovo 
resulting in NATO bombing in 1999 (eg. Girl of Kosovo by Alice Mead); the Persian Gulf War of 
1990-1991 (eg. Gulf by Robert Westall); the end to apartheid in South Africa in 1990 (eg. 
antiapartheid books such as Journey to Jo’burg by Beverley Naidoo); terrorist attack of 
September 11, 2001 (eg. Bravemole by Lynne Jonell); Taliban rule and  war in Afghanistan in 
October 2001 (eg. Parvana/The Breadwinner trilogy by Deborah Ellis).  
 
The period from 1989 to the present has seen a shift in global terms from the ‘openness’ of 
Glasnost to the more closed system of surveillance, power and control, which invokes utopian 
visions in the rhetorics of ‘new world orders’ and the ‘war against terror’. These and other shifts 
occur in the social and political discourses of children’s literature. Stephens (1992b) makes a 
valid observation in noting that disaster literature, originating as a cold war phenomenon in 
children’s literature, has changed its focus from nuclear holocaust (eg. Z for Zacharia by Robert 
O’Brien) to pollution, greenhouse gases and global warming (eg. Lake at the End of the World by 
Caroline MacDonald). Further support for this view comes from Bartowski who suggests that 
utopian writing and thought : 
would seem to chart certain moments or ruptures in Western social history – those times 
when utopian desires/projective longings are driven by both hope and fear, those times 
particularly marked by anticipation and anxiety (1989, p.7). 
 
Australian children’s literature continues to respond to both global and domestic shifts and trends, 
offering both utopian and dystopian visions of ‘new worlds’. For instance, the 
optimism that accompanied the spirit of social progressivism from the 1970s up to the beginning 
of the 1990s in Australia was reflected in Australian children’s literature through celebratory 
multicultural literature (eg. Dancing in the Anzac Deli by Nadia Wheatley); more progressive 
gender identities and behaviours (eg. Penny Pollard’s Diary by Robin Klein); various forms of 
cross-cultural relations between indigenous and non-indigenous Australians (eg. Deadly Unna? 
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by Phillip Gwynne and Killing Darcy by Melissa Lucashenko). Similar shifts could also be traced 
in North American and British children’s literature.  
 
However, a scepticism about the future of some progressive ideologies was also evident in the 
early 1980s (and continues into the 2000s) in the propensity for dystopian fiction to dominate 
children’s fantasy/scifi and to pervade realist fiction. Such dystopic visions revisit the historical 
catastrophes of the twentieth century, inviting a re-examining and rehistoricising of the thematic 
underpinnings of these texts. For example, The True Story of Hansel and Gretel by Louise 
Murphy retells a story from the holocaust within the frame of the traditional fairy tale giving a 
chilling realism to that period of time. In a different way, The Rabbits by John Marsden and Shaun 
Tan attempts a revisioning of Australian history in its recounting of the invasion of early Australia 
by Britain and their subsequent appropriation of the land and stealing of indigenous children.  
 
Readers in Utopia 
 
These changing global politics thus call for a thorough examination of the discourses that inform 
and emerge in utopian imaginings and speculations in children’s texts. A particular pedagogic 
function is to consider how these texts position their implied readers, and how fiction gives shape 
to children’s imagined anxieties and desires. As educators, we need to consider how we can 
provide child/adolescent readers with ways of reading texts that will enable them to develop as 
critically engaged readers. In working towards this goal, we embark on a utopian project, which 
does not reside in an idealised state of the imagination but is realisable. This harks back to 
Freire’s ‘acts of knowing’, which encourage ‘both action and reflection in the creation of 
critical/historical agency’ (Giroux & McLaren 1997, p.155). In other words, such a ‘liberatory 
pedagogy’ encourages conversation rather than abstract theorising or docile acceptance of ideas; 
a conversation that invites different interpretations and an ability to detect rhetorical manipulation. 
It also suggests readers who are critical, not compliant, prepared to challenge the perceived 
authority of texts. Given the flux which characterises the world in which children live, it is the 
responsibility of all educators to play their part in ensuring that students are adequately prepared 
as thinking, proactive citizens.  
 
Utopian literature could be dismissed by readers, teachers, and critics as escapist fantasies or 
one-dimensional blueprints for a society that is both unrealisable and maybe even undesirable. In 
their creation of imaginary social settings of the future, utopian literature offers readers models of 
order and social harmony. For many readers living in a world that is anything but ordered and 
harmonious, the concept of utopia may seem both antiquated and hopelessly naïve. Perhaps this 
perception of naivety falsely assumes a child as the ideal (naïve) reader. The underlying 
assumption of utopian fiction is that a better society can exist if changes occur in social and 
political relations, as these changes will produce a different kind of people, people who are more 
caring, kinder, more generous, and more cooperative. Thus, utopian fiction envisions an 
imaginary time or place in which this new world order is realised. (One could argue that all places 
are born of the imagination and it is our ability to imagine that often gives shape to future 
societies, cities, communities, and socio-political practices.) These visions of hope appeal to our 
desire for a better world and attract readers who want to escape into a world that is free from ‘the 
more familiar experiences of anxiety, fragmentation, and alienation’ (Ruppert 1986, p.3) that 
characterise the real world. However, utopia remains by definition the image of a society that is 
‘nowhere’; it is a discursive construct and exists in the imagination. Ruppert argues that ‘the 
importance of these works lies in their disturbing and unsettling effects on readers, that is, in the 
very ambivalence and doubt they arouse in us’ (p.5). Utopias set out to challenge ‘the known’ by 
speculating about ‘the possible’. The nexus between these two extremes forms the space for 
conversation, for critical reflection, and for transformative actions and beliefs. From a teaching 
perspective, I am interested in how these works position us as readers, and how their utopian 
visions might incite us to respond critically or compliantly.  
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The ambivalence that Ruppert suggests readers experience can be traced to the contradictory 
meanings of utopia as a ‘good place’ (eu-topia) that is ‘no-place’ (ou-topia). For Ruppert, this 
contradiction is a characterising feature of utopian fiction in that there are always ‘two mutually 
informing communities representing opposing and contradictory views on social life and social 
relations’ (p.7). However, the two communities may be either explicit or implicit, generating two 
levels of discourse: critique of society as the reader knows it and projection of an imaginary 
society. As Ruppert suggests, such dialectical structuring engages readers in a process of 
comparing and contrasting the different social worlds. 
 
Ways of reading utopian fiction 
 
In looking at ways of reading utopian fiction, we need to remember that they are first and 
foremost fictive constructions and as such they utilise generic conventions, narrative strategies, 
and structuring devices in order to produce certain effects on readers. Texts imply a certain 
reader through particular textual strategies and then in the way readers might respond. The basis 
for engagement is desire. I have already mentioned how utopian fiction appeals to the human 
desire for a better society. Desire then is both personal and social, in that individually and 
collectively, a better society may be a common goal. Consider how a child might respond to the 
following words from the picture book, Fireboat: 
 
But then on September 11, 2001  
something so huge and horrible  
happened that the whole world  
shook.  
It was 8:45 in the morning,  
another beautiful and sunny day (Kalman 2002, np). 
 
Fireboat is one of the numerous picture books written for children to give an explanation to the 
September 11 terrorist attack. In Fireboat, Kalman combines two social facts – the destruction of 
the Twin Towers and the reinstating of a New York icon, the John J. Harvey fireboat, which is 
enlisted to help fight the flames. Here social fact is reworked into a familiar heroic narrative and 
the reader is immediately located in a particular discourse, and desire is activated: desire to see 
how this discourse of evil will be overcome, and how the discourse of heroism will be achieved so 
that utopia (‘another beautiful and sunny day’) will be restored. There is also a desire to reside in 
this discourse for a while because it may satisfy a reader’s desire for significance: that is, a desire 
for the literature to reinterpret the event. Such significance is clearly behind the writer’s purpose. 
 
Fireboat and many other picture books that deal with the September 11 disaster serve a 
mediating function by having a real historical event as the inspiration for the story. The narrative 
is designed to offer a resolution or an explanation that appeals to the implied reader’s desire for 
reassurance. The desired outcome, often stated explicitly by the author or publisher in the blurb, 
is that the story may help ease children’s fears and apprehensions about the conflicts and 
disharmony that exist in society. The author of Bravemole (another picture book about the impact 
of September 11) states on the cover: ‘They [children], too, needed a story. Something safe, that 
they could pick up and read, or keep out of sight on the shelf, as they wished. A story for them 
alone.’ Ruppert (1986) notes utopian literature that has a therapeutic effect performs a function 
similar to myths of the past in that they explain what seems (especially for children) the 
inexplicable. 
 
Another kind of utopian strategy offered by Darko Suvin is to ‘make strange’ existing social 
relations (see Ruppert 1986, pp. 15-16). Such literary texts operate at the level of allegory and 
metaphor. For instance, the growing impact of technology on our lives results in changes in social 
relations and to individual rights and opportunities – loss of privacy and identity; increased and 
rapid modes of communication; global networks; information access; and scientific and medical 
advances. This process of making the familiar strange offers ways for seeing how the process of 
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defamiliarisation can enable illumination. Several novels written for teenagers deal with ‘brave 
new worlds’ which are organised according to new world orders which appear familiar but are 
made strange by extrapolation. Incognito (Claire Carmichael), Ferren and the Angel (Richard 
Harlan), Piggy in the Middle (Catherine Jinks) and Shade’s Children (Garth Nix) deal with notions 
of post-human and technological/scientific experimentation. A world of cyborgs, robots, genetic 
engineering provides readers with imaginary futures which invite critical reflection and debate 
about issues of social justice, human rights, ethics, and the nature of social life.  
 
In reading any works of fiction, we may find that the dominant discourses are so persuasive that 
we miss other kinds of competing or alternative discourses operating in the texts. Consequently, 
texts and readings privilege some views of the world over others. In a similar way, explicit and 
implicit ideologies also operate in and through texts in attempts to align or persuade readers to 
accept a particular point of view – religious, political, sexual or gender. By adopting a reflexive 
reading stance when we read utopian fiction, we can attend to the very act of reading by 
considering why and how these texts affect us in different ways. Such reflexivity can result in 
readers standing back from a position of comfort and familiarity to consider how strangeness is 
treated through the language of the texts, and through the cultural discourses which inform them. 
In other words, we need to read against the grain (or between the lines) to set aside (maybe even 
resist) the preferred reading and its explicit discourses in order to consider the less privileged or 
oppositional discourses.  
 
In order to undertake a reflexive reading stance we need to encourage students to attend to form 
(plot, thematic imagery, narrative strategies), to their responses to the text (feelings, reactions, 
questions), and to the discursive construction of the text (language and the cultural discourses 
which inform them). In adopting a critical, reflexive reading we might consider:  
  
1. How the text encodes particular beliefs, values, and attitudes; (What does the story tell 
me about these events, people, and their motivations?);  
2. The kinds of persuasive strategies that the writer (or illustrator) employs (eg. vivid and 
detailed description; evaluation of actions, beliefs; focalising strategies such as seeing 
from the vantage point of a child; colour and perspective; (How do I feel about these 
events, people? Why do I feel this way?) 
3. How the linguistic and cultural conventions of the text attempt to position readers in ways 
that are intended to evoke certain (ideal) responses; (What aspects of the story moved 
me to feel the way I do? What words and/or images were effective in making me feel 
angry/sad/happy/optimistic…..? ) 
4. The particular narrative strategies that made the new world order in the story more 
realisable/ less threatening/ less strange; (What aspects of the utopian society remind me 
of the society in which I live? What can I learn from this imaginary new world order that 
might help make my world a better one?) 
 
New World Libraries and Teacher-Librarians: Utopian Dreaming  
 
Much of this paper has been concerned with politics – the politics of new world orders; the politics 
of literature; the politics of reading. Libraries and teacher-librarians are not outside of the body 
politic. Decisions about what will be purchased, which writers/books will be promoted or read in 
classrooms, which ones will be rejected, how the library will be used, and the kinds of rules and 
policies we establish for library users and collection development are just some of the obvious 
ways teacher-librarians contribute to the politics of schooling on an everyday basis. Literary texts 
may seem for some to be part of an old world order as interest, time, infrastructure and space 
become increasingly devoted to newer technologies. However, all technologies (and the book is 
as much a technology as a computer) are not neutral artefacts, as they impinge on every aspect 
of our emotional, intellectual, social, ethical, political lives.  
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In the context of this paper, with its twin concerns of critical literacy and utopias, I want to prompt 
discussion by asking: How can we make libraries better? Often we see more money as the 
panacea to all our problems. While increased funding for libraries and education seems like a 
utopian project, there are other more concrete ways in which we can ensure that ‘better’ is 
realisable, not in an imaginary future, but now. Maybe as a professional group we need to 
envisage our own new world order. What would it be? This is no idle question but one which we 
need to think about seriously. Tom Moylan writes about ‘critical utopias’ in a book whose title, 
Demand the Impossible (1986), could well serve as a slogan for teacher-librarians. For Moylan, 
critical utopias are self-critical and refuse to be restricted by their own traditions. These dual 
elements could become guiding principles for school libraries and teacher-librarians. Rather than 
accept ‘the way things are’ or negatively challenge existing systems of authority and relations of 
power, we can begin to imagine ‘new world libraries’: libraries which acknowledge the past but 
move towards a future with hopefulness, yet without succumbing to bouts of amnesia, paranoia, 
or cynicism. I am not in a position to say what this future is, nor would I even want to outline a 
blueprint for change. I do, however, want to draw attention to the way literature (and other cultural 
texts) challenge our existing beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours, encourage reflection and 
self/social critique, and offer visions of new possibilities. Such is their enduring gift to readers and 
one which invites new ‘acts of knowing’. Teacher-librarians must never underestimate the part 
they play in this process. 
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